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The Placement of New Shelters

Since homeless shelters were first introduced in the city, some local residents, 
community leaders, and elected officials have opposed shelter openings. For as long as 
DHS has existed, administrations have responded to this community-based opposition 
by finding ways to avoid siting new shelters. For example, beginning 17 years ago, the 
City opened cluster shelters without notifying community leaders as a way to avoid 
siting new traditional shelters.

Community fears are largely unfounded. Scores of DHS shelters seamlessly blend into 
the neighborhoods around them. Over the past three decades, shelters have opened all 
over the city—posing no serious issues in their communities and garnering little or no 
attention. Indeed, they have become part of the city’s fabric.

In addition to prevention programs and transitioning homeless families and individuals 
to permanent housing, opening new shelters is the only way to end the use of cluster 
sites and commercial hotels—which the de Blasio administration is committed to doing. 
The administration has already stopped using more than 600 cluster apartments and, 
since 2014, has opened 31 new shelters. Most of these shelters were opened without 
controversy. In some cases, however, communities have demonstrated significant 
opposition to shelter openings.

At the borough level, the distribution of shelters is fairly equitable. Most boroughs 
actually have roughly the same number of shelter beds as people from that borough 
residing in shelter. The exception is Staten Island—with about 1,200 Staten Islanders 

Shelter residents attend the 2016 
Dads Matter Awards held at the 
Manhattan headquarters of DHS.
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in shelters in other boroughs. The Bronx, however, has three-quarters of the cluster 
shelters in the city. And Queens has the most shelter residents in commercial hotels, 
with almost half of the city’s total. 

Because this is a citywide problem, homelessness requires a citywide solution. As the 
City stops using 360 cluster and commercial hotel sites, it will open about 90 new 
high-quality shelters throughout the five boroughs, prioritizing areas that lack or have 
a limited DHS presence. The City plans to realign DHS capacity to meet the needs of 
New Yorkers entering shelter in each community district. By providing these homeless 
households with shelter, services, and support in their own community whenever 
that is appropriate, the City will be helping families and individuals to maintain their 
community connections to stabilize their lives and move out of shelter as quickly as 
possible.

Neighborhoods now home to most of the cluster sites, which are concentrated in the 
Bronx and Central Brooklyn, should expect new high-quality shelters to open in their 
communities as the City ends the use of cluster sites in those neighborhoods. 

Neighborhoods that currently have few shelters but a high density of commercial hotels 
temporarily housing homeless families and single adults, such as many communities in 
Queens, should expect new shelters to open in their neighborhoods as the City reduces 
its use of commercial hotels. 

Community members attend a 
DHS outreach event in Brooklyn.
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(Not to Scale)

Bronx
■ 6 Commercial Hotels
■ 215 Clusters 

Brooklyn
■ 22 Commercial Hotels
■ 48 Clusters 

Manhattan
■ 16 Commercial Hotels
■ 13 Clusters

Queens
■ 40 Commercial Hotels
■ 0 Clusters

Staten Island
■ 0 Commercial Hotels
■ 0 Clusters

Community Districts Not Listed
■ 0 Commercial Hotels
■ 0 Clusters 

Source: Department of Homeless Services.

Manhattan

Bronx

Queens

Brooklyn

Staten Island

CD 1
■  2
■  0

CD 4
■ 5
■ 0

CD 3
■  3
■  3

CD 5
■ 4
■ 0

CD 7
■ 1
■ 0

CD 9
■ 0
■ 2

CD 10
■ 0
■ 1

CD 11
■ 0
■ 7

CD 12
■ 1
■ 0

CD 1
■ 1
■ 17

CD 2
■ 0
■ 15

CD 3
■ 2
■ 11

CD 4
■ 1
■ 39

CD 5
■ 0 
■ 33

CD 6
■ 1
■ 29

CD 7
■ 0
■ 22

CD 8
■ 1
■ 1

CD 9
■ 0
■ 25

CD 10
■ 0
■ 1

CD 11
■ 0
■ 10

CD 12
■ 0
■12

CD 1
■  1
■  0

CD 3
■ 0
■ 6

CD 4
■ 2
■ 1

CD 5
■ 5
■ 4

CD 6
■ 3
■ 0

CD 7
■ 5
■ 0

CD 8
■ 1
■ 5

CD 9
■  0
■ 15

CD 13
■ 1
■ 0

CD 14
■ 0
■ 2

CD 16
■ 3
■ 6

CD 17
■  1
■  9

CD 1
■  2
■  0

CD 2
■  1
■  0

CD 3
■ 2
■ 0

CD 4
■ 2
■ 0

CD 5
■ 1
■ 0

CD 7
■ 5
■ 0

CD 8
■ 1
■ 0

CD 10
■ 4
■ 0

CD 12
■ 13
■ 0

CD 13
■ 8
■ 0

CD 14
■ 1
■ 0

Cluster Sites and Hotels Used for Shelter by Community District
All clusters and hotels will no longer be used under this plan.
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A New Approach to Finding Sites for Homeless Shelters

To improve transparency and involve community members in addressing their 
community’s need for shelter, DHS implemented new protocols in 2016 for providing 
notice to the surrounding communities about any shelter that needs to be opened and 
for obtaining community input. DHS also updated its method for projecting how many 
people will need shelter. Last year, the City opened eight new shelters. 

The City’s new process for locating new shelters that are required and engaging the 
affected communities is based on three core principles:

Engaging Communities
In the past—admittedly including the early years of this administration—the City 
opened some shelters without notifying community residents. Since December 2015, 
however, coinciding with the launch of the Mayor’s 90-day review of homeless services, 
the City has changed this practice and will no longer open shelters without appropriate 
community notification and engagement. Beginning in December 2015, DHS 
committed to giving communities advance notice along with an opportunity to provide 
input. 

Even in emergencies, the City now consistently provides more than 30 days of notice to 
elected officials when plans are in place because a new shelter facility is needed. Two to 
four weeks before opening a new site, DHS holds at least one community meeting with 
local groups and leaders. And upon request, DHS has held larger community forums to 
discuss an upcoming opening.

Additional reforms will now include notifying local elected officials when the City 
rents individual commercial hotel rooms in their district to accommodate homeless 
people during the phaseout of commercial hotel use. In the 30 years the City has used 
commercial hotels for shelter, no regular notice has been provided. The City will also 
inform elected officials about the commercial hotel units currently in use. 

Making DHS a Better Neighbor
The administration has been customizing its response to communities’ concerns and 
issues with specific shelters and it will continue to do so. 

DHS has been addressing issues raised by elected officials and community members 
about a proposed shelter site. For example, based on local requests, DHS has:

• Dedicated beds in new shelters for homeless people from the community. 

• Encouraged purpose-built shelters to include ground-floor retail space or 
community space accessible to neighborhood families. 
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• Invested in green spaces adjacent to planned shelters to ensure the neighborhood 
and the facility meet the needs of the new population. 

• Expanded security inside and surrounding certain shelters. 

For every new shelter that is required and being planned, DHS now creates a 
community advisory board with appointees designated by local elected officials and 
community members. Community advisory boards hold regularly scheduled meetings 
with DHS staff, the shelter provider, and the NYPD, when appropriate. Partnerships 
with and volunteer opportunities for local residents and block associations are often 
developed at these meetings. When a concern arises, board members know whom to 
contact and respond in real time to update DHS and the community-based organization 
that operates the shelter. 

Community advisory boards have converted community ambivalence or opposition 
into support by developing compromises and effectively addressing concerns. For 
instance, in response to an advisory board concern about the lack of recreational space 
for shelter residents, DHS is working with BRC, the provider that operates the Jack 
Ryan Residence in Manhattan, to develop outdoor space on the roof where clients 
can congregate. At community advisory board meetings for an adult family shelter in 
Brooklyn, board members discussed their concerns about shelter residents’ loitering in 

Attendees share their questions 
with City officials and community 
members at a town hall meeting 
on affordable housing at PS 6 in 
Brooklyn last year.
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The First DHS 
Shelter Focused 
on LGBTQI 
Young Adults

Case Study

Some studies have estimated that as many as 40 percent of homeless youth are 
LGBTQI. They face many unique challenges, from rejection by family members to 
specific health needs. For years the City’s runaway and homeless youth shelters have 
focused on serving LGBTQI youth, but the DHS system was ill equipped to serve young 
adults aging out of the DYCD system and into DHS shelters. With that in mind, and in 
partnership with Council Member Ritchie Torres, the de Blasio administration opened 
a new DHS LGBTQI shelter in February 2017, with services tailored to the specific 
needs of LGBTQI homeless clients between the ages of 21 and 29.

Services include group counseling and workshops on safety and dealing with trauma; 
counseling to link clients to benefits, especially health benefits and documentation 
changes for transgender clients; a partnership with Callen-Lorde Bronx for medical 
services including HIV care and transgender health services; and an onsite psychiatrist 
to provide mental health care, assessment, and intervention and referrals to education 
services. Developed with feedback from advocates and services providers, this shelter is 
the first in the City to work specifically with this population.

front of a nearby deli and the lack of a designated smoking area. DHS worked with the 
shelter provider to establish a smoking area outside, which also decreased the number of 
curfew violations. And four new community engagement staff members were assigned to 
patrol the surrounding area, which has addressed the community’s concerns.

Striving for Equity
When Mayor de Blasio took office, the vast majority of shelters were in a small number 
of neighborhoods. To redress this imbalance, the administration evaluated the breadth 
of human services located in each community district citywide to identify underutilized 
areas where new facilities could be sited. While homeless families and individuals come 
from every single community district in the city, seven community districts have no 
shelters, and many more districts have few shelters. Achieving more equity in shelter 
sitings will take a number of years given continuing immediate legal requirements to 
provide shelter even as DHS reinvents shelters with this borough-based approach. 
As the City moves forward to accomplish this goal, it will constantly balance the 
immediate need for new capacity with the siting equity aims of this plan, which may 
require opening shelters in neighborhoods that are currently home to a significant 
number of existing shelters. Ultimately, the City plans to develop community districts’ 
shelter capacity consistent with their residents’ need for shelter, while ensuring that 
communities do their fair share.
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Case Study

The historically working-class Kensington neighborhood in central Brooklyn’s 
Community District 12 is diverse and densely populated. This polyglot area is home to 
a large Bengali population as well as sizable numbers of Haitian, Mexican, Pakistani, 
Polish, Russian, and Ukrainian immigrants. In December 2015, the district’s first 
homeless shelter opened, providing 64 units primarily for mothers and their children.

Some 100 area residents greeted the news with protests in front of the site. They were 
upset not to have been given advance notice and not to have had the opportunity to 
discuss their concerns with City officials. Some voiced apprehension about students’ 
safety at PS 230, the elementary school on the next block, and about the shelter’s 
effect on property values. After worried discussion on a neighborhood website, several 
residents suggested organizing a group to welcome these families to their new home. 
Some of the protesters agreed to join the effort to help.

The Give Me Shelter BK group organized to coordinate packets for the newcomers with 
gift cards to the local supermarket and neighborhood information, including free kids’ 
activities nearby. When shelter residents moved in, they received Christmas presents 
as the holidays seemed a natural time to extend a warm welcome. Since then the group 
has hosted a Valentine’s Day dinner prepared for new residents by volunteers and 
festooned with decorations created by PS 230’s after-school staff and students. For 
Halloween, the group solicited costumes, snacks, supplies, and face-painting artists 
for a party for the Kensington Shelter’s youngest residents. The group has collected 
disposable diapers, baby wipes, socks, receiving blankets, kids’ clothing, and toiletries 
and created online wish lists of shelter residents’ needs. Area businesses helped equip a 
computer room at the shelter. Neighbors also lend their expertise by offering classes at 
the shelter—everything from music to meditation. 

In the summer of 2016, the group initiated Operation Move Out to put together 
housewarming packages for shelter clients making the transition to permanent housing. 
The families moved into their new homes with dishes, sheets, brooms, mops, and 
more. CAMBA, the shelter operator, expects 56 families to move from the facility into 
permanent apartments each year.

Last year, the Coalition for the Homeless presented its inaugural Compassionate 
Communities Award to Catherine Barufaldi and Tracy Connor of Kensington and 
Windsor Terrace, Brooklyn, for the Give Me Shelter BK campaign. The Coalition is 
recognizing communities that have “…served as inspiring examples of compassion and 
humanity by opening their hearts to those in need, by treating their homeless neighbors 
with respect and kindness in an otherwise dark period of their lives—by extending the 
very idea of ‘home.’”1

1  www.coalitionforthehomeless.org/compassionate-communities

At the Kensington Shelter in 
Brooklyn, this family enjoys a 
holiday party with presents for all 
of the residents.

New to the  
Neighborhood
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A New Approach to Public Engagement

Many New Yorkers are not aware that almost 70 percent of people housed temporarily 
in shelters are families and that children under the age of 6 comprise 25 percent of 
the City’s shelter population. DHS understands that part of its mission must be to 
educate New Yorkers on the true nature of homelessness—debunking myths around 
homelessness and letting residents know what they can do to help. For the vast majority 
of shelter residents, homelessness is a temporary condition brought on by low wages 
and the lack of affordable apartments. Homelessness is not a reflection on a person’s 
character or moral standards.

Consistent with its prevention-first strategy, DHS collaborated with a network of 
churches to spread the word about the successful Homebase program, which connects 
families with homelessness prevention services to keep them stably housed in their 
communities. The agency has expanded this outreach and training, working directly 
with other community organizations on how to connect their members with these 
services. 

DHS recently launched a year-round public training program called “Care for NYC’s 
Homeless,” inspired by the National Hunger and Homelessness Awareness Week. 
Through “Care for NYC’s Homeless” trainings, DHS will foster 1) dialogue about the 
issues that lead to homelessness, 2) understanding about what homeless families and 
individuals need from their neighbors, and 3) education on tangible ways the public can 
help people who are homeless. 

Children under the age of 6 
comprise

25%
of the City’s shelter population

New Yorkers register for a DHS 
community engagement event.
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Through this new initiative, representatives from DHS and the Human Resources 
Administration (HRA) explain the City’s efforts to fight and prevent hunger and 
homelessness. Presentations include:

• Workers from the DHS Street Outreach Unit discuss moving homeless people from 
the street indoors, along with the role of drop-in centers, Safe Havens, supportive 
housing, and the DHS intake facilities for single men and women, which are open 
around the clock. 

• The DHS Families with Children Unit describes the process for helping families 
seeking shelter for the night, including intake at the Prevention Assistance and 
Temporary Housing (PATH) Office in the Bronx, interviews to determine a family’s 
resources and relationships to help them avoid staying in shelter, the types of 
family shelters the City operates, and the rental assistance programs available to 
low-income New Yorkers.

• A representative from HRA explains government programs to help buy food 
(SNAP), to provide free health insurance coverage (Medicaid), and to provide free 
legal services to prevent eviction and harassment.

• Trainers use a real-life example of a Homebase client—a single mother living 
paycheck to paycheck who stayed in her home and kept herself and her children out 
of shelter—to illustrate the program’s successful track record. 

• Trainers inform participants about how they can assist in the City’s efforts. (See 
“How You Can Help.”)
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Community Resources

Help your neighbors at risk of becoming homeless—because of losing a 
job or falling behind on rent—by telling them about Homebase, the City’s 
homelessness prevention program. The program provides households coping 
with a housing crisis with individualized assistance such as eviction prevention, 
emergency rental assistance, job placement, financial counseling, and help applying for 
public benefits. You can find more information at www1.nyc.gov/site/dhs/prevention/
homebase.page.

Help any neighbors who seem to be struggling to put food on the table by 
letting them know about SNAP, commonly known as food stamps. SNAP 
provides food assistance to nearly 1.7 million low-income New Yorkers. Find out how to 
apply for SNAP online or at a community-based organization, as well as the location of 
nearby soup kitchens and food pantries, at FoodHelp.nyc.

Call 311 or download the 311 app to report concerns about street homeless 
people. Your report helps the City identify these individuals and offer them 
meaningful assistance. To learn more about this effort, go to www.nyc.gov/homestat; 
you can download the 311 app at www1.nyc.gov/nyc-resources/service/5460/nyc311-
mobile-app. 

If you see a homeless person who is ill, in danger, or creating a dangerous 
situation, call 911 for immediate assistance.

Take a free course in Mental Health First Aid to learn about mental health 
conditions that may affect people who are homeless as well as the resources available in 
your community. Visit www.mentalhealthfirstaid.org.

Educate your community, friends, classmates, and family about these 
issues, and consider ways you can provide support, whether individually or as a group.

Treat people experiencing homelessness with compassion and encourage 
others to do the same.

How You Can Help

You can help by informing 
yourself and spreading the 
word in your community 
about resources available to 
those in need.

http://www1.nyc.gov/site/dhs/prevention/homebase.page
http://www1.nyc.gov/site/dhs/prevention/homebase.page
http://foodhelp.nyc/en/
www.nyc.gov/homestat
http://www1.nyc.gov/nyc-resources/service/5460/nyc311-mobile-app
http://www.mentalhealthfirstaid.org
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A Compact with Communities to Provide Notification and  
Consider Input

DHS has an open-ended Request for Proposal through which nonprofits propose 
to develop new shelters. When a shelter is needed and a proposal is approved, DHS 
will now take the following steps in its improved notification process to engage the 
community:

• At least 30 days prior to opening a new facility to shelter homeless New Yorkers 
or 30 days prior to the public hearing on the community-based organization’s 
contract with DHS to operate the shelter, whichever comes first, DHS will provide 
notice of details regarding the site—including the social services operator, address, 
population, and capacity—to the local community board and each of the local 
elected officials, including the City Council Member, Assembly Member, State 
Senator, Member of Congress, and Borough President. 

• At least 30 days prior to opening a new facility, DHS will offer to meet with 
community officials to seek input on the planned facility. Community engagement 
will be customized with the local elected officials, and DHS will participate in 
appropriate, reasonable, and agreed-upon community meetings. 

• Following community engagement, DHS will consider feedback and make efforts 
to modify the proposal, where possible, in accordance with reasonable concerns 
raised by the community.

• At least 30 days prior to opening a new facility, DHS will notify local NYPD precinct 
officials regarding the site, including the address, population, and capacity, and a 
DHS security unit run by NYPD will craft a site-specific security plan. 

• No more than 30 days after the facility opens, DHS will create a community 
advisory board (CAB) comprised of community members and designees of 

Children’s letters to Santa list 
their requests, which are fulfilled 
by Henry Street Settlement, the 
social service agency that runs 
the DHS shelter where they live.
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local elected officials and the community board to ensure ongoing community 
collaboration in support of the shelter facility and to address community concerns. 

• In emergency situations during the commercial hotel phaseout described in this plan, 
when DHS rents additional individual commercial hotel/motel rooms to temporarily 
house clients, DHS will provide contemporaneous notice when placement occurs 
during normal business hours to the local community board and each of the local 
elected officials, including the City Council Member, Assembly Member, State 
Senator, Member of Congress, and Borough President as well as the local NYPD 
precinct. If placement occurs after normal business hours, such notification will be 
provided during normal business hours on the next business day. 

• Moving forward during the commercial hotel phaseout described in this plan, 
in circumstances where DHS rents more than 25 rooms in a newly identified 
commercial hotel/motel, or rents individual rooms at any given commercial hotel/
motel for more than 30 consecutive days in a calendar year for DHS clients, DHS 
will offer to meet with community officials within 30 days following such use to 
discuss use of the affected commercial hotel/motel. Community engagement will be 
customized with the local elected officials, and DHS will participate in agreed-upon 
community meetings. 

As the City implements its plan to get out of 360 cluster and commercial hotel shelter 
locations and replace them with a substantially reduced number of about 90 high-
quality, borough-based shelters, as described in Chapter 5, DHS will continue its efforts 
to locate new shelters in community districts across each of the five boroughs and 
to engage communities with advance notification, dialogue, and an expanded public 
awareness initiative.

City offers to meet 
with community 
officials to get their 
input

Community  
forum if 
requested

New Shelter Opens

Community 
Advisory Board 
is formed with 
elected officials, 
community 
board members, 
business owners, 
local school 
principals, civic 
groups, block 
associations, local 
NYPD precinct, 
and religious 
leaders and begins 
regular meetings

30 Days 15 Days 30 Days15 Days

Working with the Community on a New Shelter
Here’s what to expect if a shelter is being planned for your neighborhood.

City notifies local 
elected officials 
and NYPD of the 
site for a new 
shelter proposed 
by a nonprofit 
provider
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Jasmine, a U.S. Navy veteran, and her daughter found a place in supportive 
housing through BVSJ after living in a DHS shelter. 
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